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Praise for David W. Berner

A writer with an enormous sense of humanity.


San Francisco Review of Books


Berner writes with vulnerability, humor, and grace.


Chicago’s This Much Is True


Berner’s writing captures the raw and real essence of what it is to be human.


KDKA Radio


Walks with Sam

The poet Wallace Stevens wrote that sometimes the answer comes with a walk around the lake. In my case, it’s a daily walk around the neighborhood at dawn with the dogs that provides an answer to the unknown challenges of the day. Writer David W. Berner knows this truth better than most, a timeless phenomenon splendidly explored and revealed in his wise and insightful Walks with Sam, a moving memoir about how a young dog can teach an old man new tricks about mindfulness and presence. Hard to remember when I’ve enjoyed a walk with two friends more, a reminder of the important things dogs help us discern about ourselves, and the world around us.


James Dodson, author of Faithful Travelers and Final Rounds


Through Berner’s adoring relationship with Sam, the reader realizes that though humans and their canine companions are different, the love they share for each other undeniably bridges this gap. This is a highly recommended and heartwarming read. Well written, immensely satisfying, and thought provoking.


International Review of Books


An inherently fascinating and unfailingly thoughtful read from beginning to end.


Midwest Book Review


October Song

October Song strikes all the right chords; the high notes and the low notes of a life’s journey—the losses, the lessons, the loves. Composed with tenderness and affection, Berner’s heartfelt and ultimately life-affirming joy ride teaches us that you’re never too old to roll down the window, crank it up and belt it out.


Randy Richardson, author of Lost in the Ivy


Berner succeeds, once again, as a master storyteller. Music can tell the story of our past. Lyrics evoke memories; melodies make the heart thump like it did on a first date. October Song brings the reader through a mix tape of life and tells his tale of new love while traveling through landscapes and time. Each chapter reads like a beloved song.


Geralyn Hesslau Magrady, author of Lines


October Song is a beautifully authentic memoir that reminds us there are no limits on dreams, creativity is boundless, and nothing in life is finite when we let go of our self-imposed rules.


Windy City Reviews
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I think, that if I touched the earth,


It would crumble;


It is so sad and beautiful,


So tremulously like a dream.


Dylan Thomas








Sandman




Most everyone called him Jimmy. A few called him Jack. There were those at Old Elm who were unsure if either was his real name, but he answered to both, nonetheless. The talk had been that he grew up somewhere nearby, but like this name, this was uncertain. And if someone did know for sure, they didn’t say. Most players would call out or tip their hats as they walked up the fairway and the short hill toward the 5th green. Jimmy, in his soiled Top Flite ball cap would wave and smile, craggy and crooked. He was always there, it seemed, sitting on his coat near the maple at the property fence a few yards west of the green, encouraging a putt to fall or clapping for a good chip shot. But it had been several days now, and no one had seen Jimmy.

“He must be on a bender,” the young boy said, propping his stand bag on the fringe off the left side of the green. “He kind of disappeared.”

His friend, another boy about the same age, shrugged his shoulders.

“We’ve been doing this for two summers now, you and me, playing almost every day and every time we see that guy,” the first boy said.

“I heard he sleeps in that sand trap,” said the second boy, pointing to the green’s only bunker. “Like a goat or sheep or something.”

“I think they’d throw him out if he really did that.”

“Probably smells like my uncle,” the second boy continued, recalling the time his approach shot landed close to Jimmy’s usual spot.

“Your uncle?”

“Like shit. Booze, probably,” he said, stroking his putt to gimme range.

The first boy’s shot had landed on the green’s apron. He used his putter to knock the ball a few inches beyond the cup.

“Pick it up,” his friend said.

“Remember that time he pretended to be an announcer, doing play-by-play like the guys on TV?” the first boy asked.

“Here we are at Augusta,” the second boy whispered in a golf voice. “Yep. It was funny. I think you made that putt and he cheered like somebody in the gallery on the tour.”

As the boys threw their golf bags on their shoulders and headed for the 6th tee, the first boy wondered aloud, “Maybe he died or something.”

Jimmy was thin and gaunt, his shoulders slumped into his bony build, his hands spotted from the sun, his temples held deep wrinkles, his voice full of tobacco smoke. If a golfer got close enough, he could see his yellow teeth, his salt-and-pepper stubble, and the red, blotchy skin of his cheeks. His eyes, however, deep brown like coffee beans, always appeared clear and alert, and around his neck he wore a small silver cross that glistened when the sun hit it at a particular angle. One might bet he never took it off.

After the round, the boys bought sodas at the counter in the clubhouse snack bar and took them to the picnic table on the small patio overlooking the 18th green. The first group from the old timer’s league was putting out.

“That was for an 8. You can bet on that,” the first boy said to his friend as the last putt dropped and the man with a belly like a basketball and a black compression brace around his right knee pumped his fist.

The second boy laughed. “It was really a 10, though. I don’t think they take any more than an 8 on the card. Make their own rules.”

“I saw one of the guys take out a carpenter’s measuring tape from his bag once to measure his buddy’s ball from the pin,” said the first boy. “Laid it right out on the green.”

“Some closest-to-the-pin bet, probably.”

The big belly man noticed the boys watching and said, “You see that putt, fellas? That was for the money.”

“Nice,” the first boy said.

“It’s my recent good luck. Had it for two weeks, now,” the man said, removing his ball from the hole with the tiny suction cup at the end of his putter grip.

“Got to take advantage when you can,” the first boy added.

“Ever since Jimmy blessed me, I’ve been a different player.”

The boys looked at one another. “The homeless dude?” the second boy whispered. The first boy shrugged.

“Do you mean the guy that always hangs round the 5th green?” the first boy asked the man.

“Yep. He saw me four-putt one day,” the man said, walking to his cart. “Said he had a cure. Stood up and did this crazy dance and chanted something weird. Said it would remove the bad spirits from my bag. He was trying to make me feel better, make me laugh. But guess what? Ever since, I’m making absolutely everything.”

“Guy must know something,” the second boy said, smiling.

The old man stood near the edge of the green at the cart path, shaking hands with his buddies, and turned back to the boys, “Hey, by the way, did you see him out there today?”

“Nope. Wasn’t there,” the first boy said.

* * *

The boys finished their sodas and stood together with their bags at their sides at the turnaround outside the main clubhouse door, waiting for their ride. Old Elm Golf Course was a public place with a simple old-school layout and not a single elm tree. The brick clubhouse had a small pro shop and a five-table grill. Nancy, the woman who ran the food counter was known for making a tasty tuna salad sandwich. The 9-hole lady’s league played on Tuesday mornings in the summer. The 18-hole men’s league, mostly a bunch of old guys, played a couple of times a week. The boys got out for a few dollars as juniors. The course was built in the 1920s, but underwent some renovations in the ’80s, mostly the traps. The fairways were bluegrass and the greens bent. They would have been in better shape if more people replaced their divots and fixed their ball marks. But it was a solid, fair, and pretty track, no homes around it, the land moving along nicely up and down a few hills and through strands of big oaks. The boys tried to play at least twice a week when school was out. The second boy’s mother had dropped them there in the early morning that day, and he had called her for a lift home.

“How long? Did she say?” the first boy asked.

“Not sure,” the second boy said, his head scrolling through his phone.

From the west side of the clubhouse, the boys heard the chug of a golf cart and a sharp high-pitched bark. The head greenskeeper was making his rounds with his dog, a wiry short-haired terrier mutt that never stopped moving, jumping, or running loops around the cart as the greenskeeper drove the course. Even when the dog was in the golf cart, it spun in the seat and stood upright with its front paws on the top of the seat’s back cushion to get a better look at the scenery, as if guarding something.

“Hey, young men,” the greenskeeper said, bringing his cart to a stop in front of them. “How’d it go out there?”

Both mumbled something, avoiding eye contact.

“Beautiful day,” the greenskeeper said, surveying the sky. “A fuckin’ birdie of a day, don’t ya think?” The greenskeeper had been at Old Elm as long as anyone could remember. He started at the course as a young man out of college, cutting grass. The boys were always laughing about how he probably has never allowed three minutes to pass without saying fuck.

“Hey, you gents didn’t see that fuckin’ bum out there today, did ya?” The greenskeeper’s admiration of the day had quickly turned to matters of course maintenance.

“Wasn’t there,” the first boy said.

“Better fuckin’ not be. I had to chase him off the course a few days ago. Right before sunrise, we found the fucker walking the 5th fairway in his fuckin’ bare feet. I heard he did that. This time I caught him. Strolling along. And then last week, one of my workers out raking traps in the morning found him sleeping in a fuckin’ bunker. I called the cops on him.”

The boys looked at each other. So, it’s true, they both thought. He sleeps in the sand trap.

“Can’t do anything to him if he’s hanging around on the other side of the fuckin’ fence, but if he comes on my course. Well, fuck him.”

The boys nodded.

“Anyway,” he said, the dog now back in the cart after a lap around it. “Carry on. See you soon out there. Hit ‘em straight and replace your fuckin’ divots!”

The boys watched the cart turn the corner near the bag stand and move across the 9th fairway.

“Yeah, fucker,” the second boy said to the first, punching his friend on the shoulder. “Replace your fuckin’ divots!”

The boys laughed.

Fifteen minutes passed and no ride. The second boy’s mother had texted that she was held up at the grocery store.

“I think I’ll stick around some,” the first boy said, breaking the few minutes of silence that had passed. “Maybe hit some balls.”

“Yeah, whatever,” the second boy said.

“I can call my mom later for a ride.”

They agreed to play again in two days and the first boy headed for the range.

* * *

The 5th hole at Old Elm may not be the prettiest, but the fairway runs along a gentle hill and swoops through a grove of massive trees. If there weren’t other holes on the course with postcard views, the 5th would be right up there. The putting surface is also near a wooden fence and about 25 yards from the road, sapping its chances of being the course’s most beautiful hole. But its position makes it just right for Jimmy, a good spot for watching players and a simple climb over the fence to the course.

Even when it was chilly or there was drizzle, Jimmy was at the 5th at sunrise, if he hadn’t spent the night there. He shook out his old brown coat on the grass and sat quietly for a few minutes to listen to the early birds, the chirps and tweets that signal the kind of day that was coming. The louder the birds, the more beautiful the day, Jimmy believed. He would take off his boots with the thin soles and the mismatched laces, slip off his dirty white tube socks, and wiggle his toes. The fence was low enough to navigate barefooted, and even in July, the grass was cool to his touch, especially the long rough. Jimmy welcomed this. Feeling that chill reminded him he was alive.

This is how it would go when Jimmy was on the course. At the green’s edge, facing the tee box some 390 yards away, Jimmy took deep breaths, closed his eyes, and began to walk down the middle of the fairway. He was blind to the world, but it didn’t matter in the early hour. The sunlight hadn’t yet cracked the horizon. With each slow step, he allowed all of his senses to take over. The birds chirped, there was the mustiness of dirt and dampness of dewy grass, and the turf gave in like a pillow each time his toes pushed off for the next stride.

After about 75 yards, Jimmy would open his eyes, and stand in the center of the fairway, slowly turn his body 360 degrees, his head angled slightly upward to survey the sky and the tops of the trees. Faint morning light would begin to permit shadows. Some mornings he saw the silhouette of the hawk that nested in the tallest tree about 150 yards down the fairway. He loved to watch it soar when it was feeding, admiring its grace as it would dive to tear its talons into an unsuspecting rabbit. The great bird was not a beast, Jimmy believed, but rather a majestic creature doing what Mother Nature designed. Jimmy had cried watching that hawk, knowing it was bringing food to its nest for its partner, its mate for life, the one with which it worked together to nourish its babies in the spring.

At the tee box, Jimmy knelt to run his fingers through the manicured grass, soft like the fur of a kitten. He put his nose to it and breathed in, the scent of earth filling his lungs. He again closed his eyes and listened. By now, the sound of the birds had changed. They were less excited, and the songs less intense. The day was beginning, and the birds’ work was underway, darting along the land in search of worms and grubs, the hunt to stay alive. And for Jimmy, it was much the same, his own kind of hunt, another day to embrace in whatever way his worn-down body and mind would allow. He had accepted this life a long time ago, a life with nowhere to be and nowhere to go. Some days were harder than others; Jimmy would admit this to himself. And so, on those days, after he had walked the fairway and back to the green, before the sun was fully up and the work crews and dewsweepers were still an hour away, Jimmy pulled his hat down over his eyes, curled in his legs, and burrowed himself into the greenside bunker, up against the trap’s high side like the ancient sheep at St. Andrews, and tried to capture a dream.

* * *

The boy had a handful of coins, a bunch of quarters and dimes that he had used as ball markers were found at the bottom of his bag, enough money to afford a small bucket of forty balls. His father, who had taught him the game, had always thought it best to start with the wedge and work your way up the clubs to the driver, hitting five balls each. After this, one should simulate a hole. Start with the driver, three-wood, a hybrid, a short iron, then produce a chip shot with the most lofted club, hitting only one ball with each as if you were making your way down the fairway.

“Still got that buttery swing, young man,” said the ranger from his cart along the path.

The ranger was a retired engineer who in his younger days played on a mini tour or two, and still regularly scored in the mid 80s. He was at the course three days a week, each day wearing his signature white bucket hat, crisp and clean with the red headband and the Old Elm logo in the middle—an oversized golf ball under the canopy of a big tree. He accepted the ranger job a few years ago for free golf and to give him something to do. His daughter had moved to the next state several hundred miles away, his wife gone ten years now.

The boy struck his 6-iron, the sharp snap of metal on ball sweet and true. He and the ranger watched the ball rise and fall with a sight draw and settle next to a yellow flag 170 yards out.

“Pure,” the ranger said.

“Thanks. Wish I could hit it like that all the time,” the boy said.

The boy picked up his wedge, aimed at the red flag 65 yards away, and made a smooth half-swing from an open stance. The ball came to rest two feet from the bottom of the stick.

“So sweet,” the ranger said from his seat in the cart. “Golf team in high school?”

“Hmm, yeah, I guess,” the boy said, pulling a white tee from his pocket, a ball from the overturned bucket, and setting up for his driver.

“You guess?” The ranger couldn’t imagine the boy hesitating. He was a natural, he thought. Talent like that shouldn’t be wasted.

The boy launched the ball 230 yards, nearly to the far end of the range.

“My dad says the same thing,” the boy said, watching as the ball came to rest. “You sound like him.”

“You ought to listen to your dad, son.”

The boy reached for his 3-wood. “I have to work more on my putting if I’m going to do the golf team thing.”

For the next few minutes, the ranger watched in silence as the boy struck balls, one after another, each leaving the clubface with a crack, ascending like a rocket, descending like a butterfly about to light on a blade of grass.

The walkie-talkie crackled. There was a foursome, the same group that every week slowed things down at the tough par-3 over water, dropping three and four balls into the drink.

“I gotta get to work,” the ranger said. “Don’t know how they can keep losing all those balls every single time.”

“Hey, before you leave,” the boy said, “do you know anything about that guy that hangs around 5?”
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“A storyline to satisfy our wistful golfing souls.”
Tom Coyne, author of A Course Called Scotland and A Gentleman’s Game





